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Transcription of an invited address by Rlchan C. Atkinson at the

Sixth Natiohal Institute on Teaching Psychology. to UnHlergraduates,
Clearwater Beach Florida, January U4-7,; 1984

' Psychology and the Golden Fleece -
- - - - - - ’J
I will be informal. I want to point out that before 1975 I was totally

1mmersed in the field of psychology ahd my life was spent almost entirely with

. psychologists: In 1975 I went to the National Science Foundation in-

Washington, D.C. and in 1980 became Chancellor at the University of

éaiifbrhia, San Diego: I mention thlS because it is pleasant to be back among

I nave three toﬁics that I would like to address tonight " The first is

concerned with the public image of psychology: The second relates to sdme of

my views about the introductory psychology course: = The third topic is a

proposal regarding undergraduaté education in psychology:
Let me start by noting that I took my first course in psychology--an

Introductory course--in ‘the Fall of 1948 some 35 years ago. I had had no Brior'

’ eiﬁosﬁre to psyohology before that course; but it was a peak experIence for me::

?he course set the plan fbr a life-long career. . Looking back over 35 years I

am impressed bty the advances that have occurred in psychology. Several vears"

agé Ib'ﬁﬁhliEEEd a paper in tbe Amerlcan Psychologist entitled “Reflectlons on
Psychology s Past and Concerns about 1t's Future." That paper d1scussed some of

these advances and i am, not going to review theim th1s evenlng. Desplte the

éharkable 1nteliectua1 and seientific progress that has occurred in. recent

-
¢
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My understanding is that this talk is to be informal and I assure you that -
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among those with a limited education or among those who are to the far, right

politically; rather the skenticism is broadly based in our society. Why this
U ~ S o -
skepticism? I am not going to enumerate all the reasons but let me mentfon a

few.
Obviously one reason is the nature of the field. We are dealing with .

S

. human  behavior and human consciousness: Everycne has an opinion and

necess: rily there will bé strong differences of opinions. Because of this

diversity of strongly held opinions there is going to be some degree of .

psychology sand yet make claims in the name of psychology: the graphologists,
N o - e I ]

the astrologers, the palmists, the mystics; and some of the polygraph experts
we hear so much about these days. These individuals make ciaims'in the name of

H . .

The reasons I have mentioned so far are cnes that we can't do much about.
making the field exciting and challenging. But there is yet another reason for
public skepticism that is of our own doing and that we can and should do’
something about. I refer to a few of our colleagues, often well trained, some

even leaders in the field; i who in my judgement seek to sensationalize the
field. These are individuals who make outrageous statements about psychology,.

often simply to attract public attention. These kinds of statements yield an

. 4
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incredible amount of pubitczty--and not just articles in the National Enquxrer.

Eh’se articleo come to the attentlon of the Congress. The Congress then wants _

to know if the research is being funded by a public agency, and .if so why.

Psychologists are their own worst enemies in this regard. When people on the

v

fringes of psyéhclogy make outrageous éiaims; it is easy to defend the field.

But when leaders in the field make 1rrespon51b1e statements, a deferce becomes'

difficult if not 1mposs1b1e. Federal funding for psychology and thé fundlng

base for thHe s001a1 Scicnces 1n general have been much influenced by this type

of sensationalizing.
From the perspective of the Federai ééétai, particularly the Congress,
it's important _to project an image of psychology that emphasizes a scholarly

aiscipline; A d1$01p11ne that when consulted on issues of scientific fact or

pupnIic pollcy responds i & way that emphasizes the ::::Vraints on th-
information that it is providing.' At thé other end of that continuum is an

image of a dlSClpllne that's frivolous, popularized, (and se*king to shock its

Fudience; a aiscipline that when asked questions about policy issues provides

)

definitive advice without raising questions or doubts. Wé are not served well

"by-this atter image. ‘

« Now let me Eéik about these matters from my pérspéctiVé at the National

Science Foundation. i arrived at the National Science Foundation in the Summer

of 1975, .I W ppolnted as Beputy Pbirector by Pres1dent Ford.  About nine

‘months 1ate¢ the Director became Ford's Scienze Advisor and I became the Acting

Director. When President Carter _took office ‘I became Director of the
Foundation. . - .

When I arr1ved in the Summer of 1975 funding for ?science was severely

depressed._ . If one 1ooked at the percént of. the gross natlonal product that

, B
: : . .
) ’ " - ’ 5 T *
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went for research and development (or other = similar measures) funding for

science was at an all-time low: Funding for science Hit its peak about 1968:
. . . \

During President Niiaaié period in office there was a steady deciine and 1975

proved to be the iow 56&6% A great deal of effort was devoted to trying to
ifncrease fUhaihg in the iate “pds. In recent years 1t's begun to ciimb - at a
7 pretty good rate. However; in 1975, science was_under attack and funding for

.science was at a low ebb. Some members of the, Séiéhtifié community werer
pointing at the behavioral scientists suggegfihg that we were the cause"theyr

had "two pr1n01pa1 reasons for singling us out. One was the Golden Fleece Awards

and the other was MACOS. 1'11 deseribe MACOS in a minute, but let me tatk
. . :

first about the Golden fleece: '
The Golden Fleece was an "award" of Senator Proxmire to recognize waste in
Government. If y:u examine the z:ards ,Sznator Proxmire has,givepiithét is.

-

L SN

Golden Fleece Awards that he has given outside of the area * of the behavioral
§Eiénces--most are | well deserved. He has targeted on abuses in funding and
received'a great deal of publicity, or at least he did in the '70s.

When I arrived in. ﬁéshﬂﬁgtoh, D.C. in 1975, the ﬁatiénai §ciencé
Foundation was distinguished as the agency that had received the largest number
of Golden Fieece Awards: Almost every NSF study in the behavioral and social
sciences that Senator Proxmire called out for attention was worthwhile and
ihvaivéq fundamental research. - ﬁhy then did he giVévthééé awards  to NSF féaa
why uéé ﬁé getting so much attention? Some ‘awards were totally undeserved but

2

a few involved research projects where the principle- investigator ‘was . seeking

" publicity and Senator Proxmirelwas pleased to provide a response. :I have in

mind several studies in éiperimentai 8001a1 psyéﬁdiqu; the . research

represented solicd work that was defensible of-sclehtific ngths. But what was



- the country:. How could the ﬁationalkéciéncé Foundation

work. We

-5 -

not defensible was thé publicity investigators sought when presenting their
recearch. For example, one sich study involved young ladies walking across the
< . -

street with different<mini:skirt léngths- ‘the aépéaaéat variable was how long a
!

stress. This 1nvestigator sought publicity for the study, and got publicity.
d

The newspaper accounts identified the study as oné funded by NSF and the

) <

Foundatlon received a Golden Flee ce.

<
3 -
. . N ‘

3 _
L ]

7
Interesting reading.

Senator Proxmire and myseif on psychological research NSF has not received a

Golden Fleece. since 1976 and in my opinion Senator Proxmire became a olid

friend of the Foundation. My point is that if one can convey in some . detail

‘,,',, .., N O I e i i O P - e e —
- what the research is about; one can convince individuals like Senator Proxmire

. of the value of the work. But if we choose to be zlib iabout things and

généraéé news coverage that has shock value but doesn't accurately describe the

Vo
)

research then we'rc going to get into trouble: y

.o _

Following Proxmlres lead severai néﬁéﬁéﬁéEé were béyihé $500 or more for
any story they 3ablished related to 'a Golden Fleec?/ award. Reporters
scrutinized the NSF lists of grants titles trying to find bnes that could be
called. out as foolish exbenditures'of federal,funds._'One newspaper story I

1'

remember quite well involved an ﬁ§§ grant with the title,"A Quantitative Study

fund such ridiculous

scurried around trying bo determine which/program at NSF funded the
L . * ; ) . i \‘ .v,‘:?w ' . ;(” :

v
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once agéin; they must have a file from. which they retrieve these :items. In

-animal consuming flesh. As a result of the NSF sponsored studies; techniques

" have been saved using .these methods for controlling .the screw-worm fly.

-6 - . |

) / o e :

ﬁaﬁk;/ It turned out that it was fundéa:ih the eng1neer=ng ‘" division and the

Brojeot ‘involved metal- necklng processes. The newspaper reporter had not
. - . _

Botheré& to go beyond the title- fo" h1s story. o ‘
/ .
/ + One Golden Fleece was for research ‘on 1angnagé behavior in chxmpanzees.

v

/

/Proxmlre did go off:the deep end on that proJeet, argu1ng that it was 1udlcrous

for NSF to investigate 1language behavior /&n ch1mpanzéés. "Once Proxmire
understood. the project--once several other Senators understood the project in
detall--lt proved to be a turnIng point These Senators along w1th Senator ’

Proxmire recognized the vaiue of the workronoe the prdjéct had héen;ﬁarefﬁiiy

Another Golden Fleece involved a study entitled "Social and Sexudl-

Béhavicr of Screw-worm Flies." That. study was funded about 1970. ‘The study is

"

, st111 sometlmes mentloned 1n news accounts as an example of; waste of federal

dollars. For example about three years ago the Chxcago Tglbune oited the study

fact, the study 556Véd to be remarkably important. In 1980 there/yas a

Congress1ona1 Sympos1um under the sponsorship -of Senator Proxmlre.. It rev1eiéd

Y . .

RN

the research done on the 'social and sexual behavior of the screw-worm fly. ‘Assg

e

you may. know the screw-worm fly lays its egg under the skin of cattle entering

through wounds " in the skin. = The €ggs hatch and the larvae harass the host

were developed to induce stériié maiéé'tb mate with females thereby controlling
the fertiiity of screw-worm flies. In ‘Texas, Mexico; and New Mexlcom fortunes

Governor Brown, of Pallfornla, you mlght remember\\had some probiers withy the
-0 P

-~

med fly several years ago. The same control method was triéa; ua;aftuhatély

-—
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t males and ;it created political probIems for Sovernor Broﬁn tnat may
. N

e o_

been the key factor in Prown's 10Ss in the race for ggfi\f:nate.

The work N3F supported in. the behavioral and soc1al sciences was by:ana:

outstandlng. Howeverx a number of psyﬂhologlsts were so"anxious to gain
N
. 5 .

tion, and publlclty that they pu* “the Foundation in a preoarious position\

srepresenting theit work, maklng it look frivoiqusiand of little wvalue.
. . i,‘. . - L3 i i N

\ .

From 1975 to “1980 the budgets for the behavioral and social sciences at -
o _ . - M -

-

National Science+Foundation went up at a very steep rate:. The Foundation.

eorganized with new divisions for the behavioral and héaﬁéséiéaaéé and for . :
2 : N

’
r

soéial,‘séienées; %enior individyals were broughf into the foundation tos *-

t

up these divisions.. Herbert Simon, the Nobel .Prize winner; hcaded a:
\ ¥

Ly
.

L 4
(:

i S . . . : °

; 'But I want to conclude these remarks about the Goldeén Fleece by stating

that

We canrot depend on the physicist and Eﬁé Eﬁéﬁiét to provide a aefense when the

s

we cannot as a group depend on-other scientific disciplines to defend “us.

- .
> . >

?roxmire;s are’ on our back. We have to provide that deferise ourselv We

have to be savvy to what is going on in the Congress and we have to make the

effort thaQ}sf nece y to communicate wlth;;he Congress~ Since_there is a

i

thau

I don't believe APA does as an effective job inm this Eégaraa Certainly

the Amerlcan Physical 8001ety, the American Chemlcal Soblety, and a' number of

— other groups work very hard at gettlng support for thelr flelds and If

\

‘
:

. !

n g
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psychologlsts expect budget éuBBSFE they are going to have ‘to “‘show the saime

'

effort and dedlcatlon. ,
Y : ,
)
Now let m> talk.about anothier event that occurred during my days -at NSF.
In 1958 with Sputnik, the nation realized among other thingssthit it was in
‘trouble in the aree-cé'sciéhceﬂeducatich. Accordingly the National Science
Foundation was .«charged with developlng a program in science ducatlon and it

did: The program proveo to be nemarkably successful. Modern hlgh school
curriculé in  mathematics, phy31cs and chemlstry all came out of the National

Science Foundatlan éfforts .ih‘ resporise to Sputnik. The approach was .to

intervene with- the best scientists and educatofs and try to improve both the

‘quality ef instructiongaand curricuia.‘;jhihgs went rather well until NSF became

'more daring and expanded its efforts to includé the biological sciences and

{
t0pfr§ in evolut:on. ' NSF began to run intoc troublé with the Congress in its

-

) T B . - : S e
»educatlon programs when it ventured into biology. but trouble that the .

founp tion ceuld live wich. \\<§\ . ’ -
17 ) }; ! . o '7 S 7 B '
! In the late '60s NSF decided to- make‘ one furthér jump and develop a

I

‘cérriculum for the Junlor high school years--a curriculum that Professor Bruner

f
- - / - - e %l __ o o
"played a key role in developing: Most of you know Jerry Bruner who was at

ﬂarverd. University at the time. Bruner aﬁa a grOUp worklng with him developed

a junior high school curriculum called MACOS, an abbreviation for Man: ‘A

éourse‘ of i Study. It was a‘éauﬁsé that focused on anthropology and 1ssues oﬁ )

cultural dlver31ty. Films develo&ed for the course illustrated cultural

differences by deplctlxg a particular Eskimo group. éﬁe'fffﬁ' for exatiple,

¢

,illustrated what hapoens when a husband,takes a long trIp and his wife isn't

well ehough to go along: staying warm is a serious problem so he simply borrows
écreoge.else‘s'wife. Ahcther'filﬁ ipvolved elderly peopile; when they were no

A - 10
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longer able’ to take care of theméeivas they were placed on an ice fioat and

left to die: Some of NSF's critics could tolerate the biology curricuium, but
they could not %61é?é£§, MA@SS; There was a iwell funded group operatxng

throughout the nabﬁon focused on MACOS-—rallles were held and the Congress was

-

glven a full dose of crxtICIsm for funding MACOS. I want to empha51ze that

-

hav1ng developed the course: 1It!s inherent in our field to confront pressire

3

groups that aré strong opponents to the behavioral sciences. On the othep

hand, we have 0 be prepared for much opposition and lay a political base.to
T : ) , .
deal with it.

)

Now let me ~omment on recent é&éﬁté;.-wﬁéﬁ Pﬁééiaéai ﬁeagan was - elected

several things happened at. the National Science Foundation. One was that the
- K]

Science Education Dlrectorate was abollshedj a:directorate.that naa rared well

v

« from its inception fbllow1ng Sputnik. 'ihag decision was very much affected by
the groups that had crganlzedzin_opp051tibh to the biology curricula -and the -

MACOS - curriculum: In the last EéVéfalimehths'the National Sciencé Foundation
- N v . - > '

o - R S o o

has re-established the Directbrate ef Sciehee énd Englneerlng Egucation. The

Foundation is going to be once again in the education bus1ness. However, this

time NSF will need to be more careful and establish a politlcal béée for its
programs: : .
Another thing that happened durirg the President's first year in office

involved dramatic cuts in the :behavioral and Social Sciénce budgets at the
National Science Foundation--the} weére cut by about 50%. What was interesting

.. from my perspective was the outery that occurred in the écngress and across the .
country to such cubs: Mr: SEGERE&E, when questlbned about it ssld that 1t had
' béen a mistake. But he also noted that aithough it was a mistake;“it was the

v
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kind of mistake he didn't mind making on occasion. That attitude was infiuenced
by the events associated with the Golden Fleece and MACOS. - . )

Now let me turn to my second topic, some general remarks about the
introductory psychology course. Every year of my 11fe since 1948 has ®nvoived

? introductory psychology in some way or other. As a teachlng assistant; as a

&
junior raéulty member at Stanford and UCLA and as a senior faeulty'pember at

S%anford I taught introductory psychology and loved it. In 1964 Jack Hilgard

;asked ne to be a co-author of his iaﬁﬁaaucéciy text. I was a co-author of the

4th edltlon and on edition 5 my w1fe joined us; we are now at edition eight.

It's been a wonderful -experience--there isn't a day that goes by where
7’ ) .
somethlng happens that I don't relate to a segflon of the textbook .
7 s : . - . S

‘The introductory psychology course is € marvelous intellectual experience

for young people. It is a course with real -intellectual content and relevant
_ S : s
to student's interests. I can thlnk of no better vehicle for teaching students

how to think about and analyze problems; introductory psychology *s one of the

best college courses in which to explain the scientific, method.. In ,physlos,
chemistry and biology oue rarely taiks about-how one gets from one hypothesis

to the next; it's usually a description of facts: In the 1ntroductory
.psychology oéurse one can ‘illustrate the scientific method in a very powerful
0 -k

way. It is an iﬁbortant course and necds to be' taught uexi It détermines a

student's pgrspective on psychology and the regard other members of the

faculty; not 'in the psychology department, have for psychology.

I want to give you some numbers; i don't “know ' if they are _exactly
’ 7

"torrect; but “they are close enough for purposes thls evenlng. About half of

.

; our high schooi graduates g0 on’ to college. At least half, 1f Aot more,,of all

'college students; take the,introduetory psychologyeoourse. Therefore about 25%

W ' | ; . . ; :i:és-
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of all high school graduates are exposed to the 1ntroductory psychoiogy course;

Thlnk about that percentage. There is no other college course ;hat Iﬂvoives so;'

// .
many students, The course can ‘be a significant influence if taught well, and of
e /
great walue to society.
I will not give you'my philosophy on how to teach the course. My views
H ' 'E‘,, /.

can 'be found in the prefaces to five editions of the textbook to five editions

of . the student gu1de and to five editions of £he instruetor's méhugl. . But

~‘there are several points: I' d like to make tonight, One is with regard to the

style of the course: As in the case of the Golden Fleece, we can generaté two
G o
different images of the introductory course. Oné€ iS of a serious scholarly
< . . B 7 B ,/’,

fieid and the other is of a ffi&oi&bs overpopularized field involving fun @ and
games. ~The course ehouid be reie?éﬁf ‘it should be Higﬁiy-inferesting; and 4t
shiould be meaniusiu.. But one can wcuievc these objectives from a scholarl:
viewpoint far more .effectively than from the other .viewpoint. I am not opposed

v

to showmanship in thegglaSSﬁbbﬁ if it serves- an instructional purpose; but

obaect ‘to faculty who use the cdurse as a platform to satisfy their own ego:

¢

’”' ‘7 _ b B . ° St L - o
‘Now for a few rémérks about textbooks. Every psychologist should .on
occasion examine introdictory textbooks in other flelds. Look at introductory
textbooks in physics, chemisﬁry,‘ﬁiaiagy or éhthfdpbiegy; aaa then - look at a
introductory textbooks in psychclbgy are an embarrassment to the fleld. ; Théy
look and read like People's Magazine or the National Enquirer. If We project

that image often enough it will characterize the fleld. )

one of the froblems with introductory texts is that they are revised at ‘a

fast rate. ‘When I got into this business the standard revision cycle was six

or seven years. My textbook is now on a four-year cycle, many textbooks are on

13
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about this matter: Psychology is a field that is changing rapidly and Six

years may be too long:. The publisher's want a two-,or three-year cysle su that
the used book market; every timg a new edition is published

el

they can eliminate

textbooks that are not carefully thodght through: I recommend that you si
1

down and carefully read an introdugtory psych book from the viewpoint of a

student. As_ psychologists we know all the words and can rip through the

materials} the words pop out and we ascribe all sorts of meanings that are

often not there for the student. Even.on a four-year revision cycle it is a

difficult task to revise an introductory book so that the end result is truly

meaningful for a Student reader.
l
Now let me go to my third and last topic this evening, undergraduate
education in psychéiééyg;ﬁihe undergraduate program #n psychology is a supetb
contribution to undergraduate eddecation: For pre:iéwi pre-med, or in
preparation for an MBA, there is no better major than psychology. For fields

like engineering, journalism, and a host of others the more psycholbgy, the

better off the student will be: Psychology courses are of great value both
: 4 '

from the viewpoint of a liberal education and for many  professional programs,

But the psychology curricula that have evolved in the United States are
, . B / - : e L
tremendously diverse. Twenty years ago we didn‘t have the diversity from one

. R . M // . - -‘7 o - -
university to another that /ﬁé have today: It's as though 206 years ago

o A .. 14
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departments went off on independent paths and generated hundreds of different
approaches. I am in favor of diversity, but we should be aware of the pature
of that diversity. '

-

I wan® to make a proposal to you, one that I would liké you to think
aboiit . The proposal is that we establish a National Commission on

Undergraduate Education in Psychology composed of distinguished educators,
pSychologists; and other scientists: I would hope that the commisSSich Would
examine and document the range of courses; the, range of curricula that exist in

psychology programs across the United States. Some international comparisons
of ungéfgfaauaté education would be extremely interesting. I'd like to Qig,thé
cotmission address itself to how the French, the British, the 6érméhs, and
‘other countries teach uhdéﬁgféaﬁéié psychology. I'd like some discussion by
this commissibn about core concepts for é‘ﬁéyéﬁégééy maJSr; I'd iike sotie
analysis of advantages and disadvantages to the various schemes now in place
for organizing the psychology curriculum. I'd iike some information about
psychology students=-what courses they take outside their major; what sorts of
careers they choose after college; etc. I would like some discussion about how
to coordinate psychology with other fields of study; particularly the types of
service courses we shbuld be offeriég. Students are job oriented these days
and there shouild be some discussion about psychclogy coirses as they relate to

the marketability of the students and the ‘changing makeup of the student body.

Attention Eé.ﬁﬁaéFéFéaﬁéiéz education in psychology at this point in

history could be very important. It is a good time to call for such a study
and this Conference can be the base for mobilizing support and communicating
the idea to the Board of Directors of the APA: In this regard I want to také

noté of certain educational trends. 1983 is the peak year for the college age

15 .



- 1k - .
population and thereafter it will experience a steady deciine.  That deciine
will be 22% for the national average over the next 10 years; the foiiowing 10

.years will be virtually constant. S0 for the next 20 years we are going to see
*3 . *

© a sizeable decline in the undergraduaté college population. These years will
be difficult for highér education and it will be particularly important for

experiemge. 1 want to go back and remind you of one point. About 50% of the

high school graduates go to college and 50% of those students take introductory -

psychology. We have a large numbér of people in the United States who are

exposed to the field under rather ideal conditions. We should teach the course
A R o o o I o
in suwch a way that thsy leave school with a high regard for the field and what

it has to offer. ) ol P
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